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Geraldine Monk, ed., Cusp: Recollections of  Poetry in Transition (Exeter: 
Shearsman Books, 2012). 256 pages.
In her introduction to Poets on Writing: Britain, 1970-1991, Denise Ri-
ley identified a lack the volume sought to remedy. ‘There aren’t, to my 
knowledge,’ she wrote, ‘other collections of  practicing poets discussing 
poetry in book form in this country’.1 In fact, Prospect into Breath: inter-
views with North and South writers, edited by Peterjon Skelt, had been 
published the previous year, making the early 1990s seem like a phase of  
especially abundant critical and historical reflection.2 These two books, 
generous and useful in their different ways, are both now out-of-print, 
and such collections remain vanishingly rare, even as poets continue to 
discuss poetry as much as ever. Until recently, it seemed that the remit 
– at least in book form – had been supplanted by such well-meaning dis-
asters as Don’t Start Me Talking: Interviews with Contemporary Poets, edited 
by Tim Allen and Andrew Duncan, the text of  which is so riddled with 
errors and inconsistencies as to render it wholly unreliable.
It is with some relief, then, that the reader turns to Cusp: Recollec-
tions of  Poetry in Transition, edited by Geraldine Monk, and finds a well-
enough produced book, complete with healthy margins, an elegant front 
cover, and, most prized of  all, a through and accurate index. Monk’s 
curatorial aim is polemical. She seeks to rescue and restore the history 
of  non-mainstream poetry as it was practiced outside of  London and 
Cambridge – those ‘strongholds of  poetic power and sometimes clubbish 
exclusivity’ – between the end of  the Second World War and the Age 
of  the Internet.3 This is a vital project, which I hope will be taken up by 
poets and critics alike. As Robert Sheppard has proposed, more histories, 
and more diverse and contested histories, may be welcome antagonisms 
to the historicist approach, encouraging a critical re-evaluation of  some 
of  the myths and narratives we have become accustomed to. Whether 
it is the ‘duty’ of  ‘those who follow’ to pay attention (to use Sheppard’s 
terms) is debateable; but the process by which new cultures are formed, 
who takes part in their formation, and where that formation takes place, 
are surely salient questions as we live through the contemporary crisis.4 
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In any case, even the most ardent enthusiast of  the marginal will 
find new names and avenues to investigate in Cusp, alongside definitive 
accounts of  already legendary operations. The contributions by Peter 
Finch on Second Aeon, Peter Hodgkiss of  Poetry Information, Paul Buck 
of  Curtains, and Nicholas Johnson of  Etruscan Books and the Six Towns 
Poetry Festival, should be evidence enough of  the decidedly internation-
alist activities which flourished alongside the ‘strongholds’, and large-
ly outside of  the universities. Likewise, the writings by Tilla Brading, 
Glenda George, Frances Presley, and Monk herself, are important femi-
nist revisions to the dominant narratives of  Cambridge on the one hand 
and the Poetry Society skirmishes on the other. George’s description of  
her persecution and harassment as the other editor of  Curtains as it was 
charged under obscenity laws is particularly moving; and Monk’s depic-
tion of  family life in Blackburn and her initiation into the poetry world is 
so deftly spun I can only hope a full memoir is to follow.
There are, however, some problems. The book’s vague demarcation 
leads to a recurrent trailing off  as the poets confront, or fail to confront, 
the rather arbitrary cut-off  point of  ‘the Internet’. The question of  tech-
nology is not really dealt with beyond the familiar loving descriptions 
of  mimeograph machines, photocopiers, and guillotines, animated by a 
shared technical knowledge and some spirited guesswork. As a result, 
the arrival of  the digital age is allowed to stand as a form of  loss and as 
an agent of  destruction, as we trail through the remnants of  bookshops 
and pubs, fetching the boxes from the garage or attic, examining again 
the rusty staples. Recording all of  this before it appears to slip away is a 
virtuous task, but there is the risk, at times, of  a slightly dubious mark-
ing out and protection of  territory. Peter Riley’s description of  the book-
shops of  Stockport is one such example:
For modernity, or as much as we needed of  it, we had a stronger and more 
generous informant than the partialising edicts of  professional critics and 
self-advancing poets; it was called second-hand bookshops. Does anyone 
remember them?
The brief  advocacy of  an area of  encounter and possibility gives way 
to an unnecessary mournful condescension. Who, exactly, is this ques-
tion addressed to? Every single poet I know spends time in second-hand 
bookshops. I first read Charles Olson in a second-hand bookshop in 
Carlisle when I was 19, and the owner told me as I bought the books 
he had always found Olson pretentious. The bookshop is still there. Of  
course, others are not, and the erosion of  those spaces is sometimes a 
profound loss, but it seems plainly disingenuous to ignore the fact that 
the Internet has put all kinds of  cultural products back into circulation, 
and British Poetry since the Second World War is no exception. Much 
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of  the history Cusp refers to and emerges from can be accessed through 
sound and photo archives, the occasional video, even the poet’s own blogs 
and websites, not least Riley’s own, which is full of  useful information, 
and includes a different version of  the autobiographical piece referred to 
here. You can, if  you so desire, even extend your interest into all kinds 
of  other sympathetic currents of  artistic endeavour, undertaken by the 
poets themselves as often as their fellow-travellers. The recent enthusi-
asm for Jeff  Keen, to take one example, was no doubt helped along by 
the existence of  YouTube. I eagerly await the championing of  Opal L. 
Nations’s artwork and writing, the digitization and distribution of  Pip 
Benveniste’s films, and the rediscovery of  all the artists and writers who 
were overlooked in the first place.
My point is not to write a panegyric to the Internet. Geraldine Monk 
is absolutely correct when in her preface she says that material online, 
disjointed and endless, is nowhere near as helpful as a book. But I wonder 
in the end who exactly this book is for. It is itself  a disjointed affair; the 
26 contributions range from short vignettes and character sketches to 
extended autobiographical accounts, along with a poem by Chris Mc-
Cabe, a conversation between Alan Halsey and David Annwn, and two 
more formal essays, one by Hannah Neate on the Trent Bookshop in 
Nottingham, the other by Gillian Wheatley on the work of  Jeff  Nuttall. 
The shortest contribution is two pages, the longest sixteen. Often, the 
comments on under-appreciated areas and scenes, like Ian Davidson on 
Essex University, feel simply too tantalizing, too brief. The recurrent 
feature of  the book as a whole are the extensive lists of  names; poets 
who were in significant issues of  magazines, or who were in attendance 
at particularly brilliant or miserable readings, or who just happened to 
be there in the pub or the bookshop one memorable occasion. For some 
of  the contributions, this is not a problem; the names reel off  effortlessly, 
and there they are, good company through the accidents and mishaps of  
any life in writing. For others it is more of  a slog, and the names cannot 
quite be animated into life; good humour tends to get lost in the details, 
giving in to frustration and disappointment over the years of  neglect. 
To put it simply: if  you were not there, and you do not know the writ-
ers personally, and you have not spent an inordinate amount of  time in 
libraries and second-hand bookshops looking at the material history of  
this poetry, much of  Cusp, will be, most likely, simply bewildering. 
This stumbling block is not helped by Monk’s disdain for the figure 
of  the young poet, summonsed in her preface. During the cusp, she tells 
us, figures like Dave Cunliffe and Tina Morris, Jay Jeff  Jones and Jeff  
Nuttall, and the aforementioned Paul Buck and Glenda George, were all 
in legal trouble under charges of  obscenity. Monk contrasts this with 
the unsavoury spectacle of  the young poet whose work is littered with 
Journal of British and Irish Innovative Poetry | 05_01 | 2013
90
obscenities, who shouts expletives every other line. This tells us very 
little about the reality of  obscenity laws in the 1960s and 1970s (and 
the list omits Bill Butler’s experiences with the Unicorn Bookshop in 
Brighton, presumably being too Southern for inclusion); I worry that it 
relishes the opportunity to try on the very civic opprobrium and moral-
ism which, Monk tells us, the writers above wanted to demolish. It treats 
the young poets, of  whom many have had fairly direct experience of  all 
kinds of  legal trouble and police intimidation over the past few years, 
with an unwarranted hostility. For Cusp to begin under such terms is 
unfortunate. As the book shows time and again, younger writers benefit 
from the encouragement and interest – not the casual disapproval – of  
older poets, and so too the other way around. In the same way, the record 
of  a poetry scene is always going to be modified as it is discovered and 
so rediscovered. There is a memorializing edge to Cusp, a hint of  anxiety 
about posterity, which risks the preservation of  the artefact without al-
lowing for its use.
To put it another way: the front-cover of  the book shows Tom and 
Connie Pickard’s bookshop, Ultima Thule, in Newcastle in 1969. It’s a 
photo, taken by David M. James, of  the window display, taken quite close 
up to the glass. Reflections on the surface mean you cannot quite see the 
inside of  the building beyond a bare light-bulb and the slightly blurred 
outline of  some shelves, with the glass panels of  the arcade ceiling up 
above. In the foreground, the display shows fifteen books; the name of  
Adrian Mitchell is clear enough, and if  you squint you can make out a few 
esoteric and mystical titles on the left. If  you know what the cover design 
of  Basil Bunting’s Collected Poems looks like in the Fulcrum edition, you 
can spot that next to the Mitchell. If  you know what Jeff  Nuttall looked 
like, you can see his book, Pig, too. If  you are really eagle-eyed, you real-
ize that the sheet next to the sticker for International Times is the artwork, 
by Michael Rudston, for Barry MacSweeney’s The Last Bud, just out from 
his Blacksuede Boot Press. But if  you do not know any of  that, maybe 
it is just an old bookshop. The question is: how important is any of  this 
knowledge for the reading of  the poetry?
For some authorships it may be entirely supplementary; but for oth-
ers, and for the serious reading of  a time period, it is essential. The social 
basis of  poetic struggle is there in the books and everything surrounding 
them, and it is recoverable. One way or another, poetry is collective work, 
and as we continue to discuss poetry, and what to do and how to do it, I 
hope that the perspectives Cusp offers will help to illuminate areas in need 
of  further research and deserving of  new enthusiasm and interest. The 
time for cartography and taxonomy, all that worrying about the main-
stream, is well and truly over. The history to come should be ambitious, 
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thorough, and confident; as intricate and wide-ranging as the subject it 
continues to commit to. 
LUKE ROBERTS
St John’s College, Cambridge, UK
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